The Safety Catch
Looney Bin. She opened the door of the morning-room, and they
entered, John spraying an affable good evening over the company.
It consisted of her father and mother, and Mr. Cornelius Shroud,
father's friend, who often looked in to carry on a strange process
known variously as comparing notes and exchanging ideas. Mr.
Shroud was a retired headmaster. He ought never to have been
permitted to retire, for his vigour was unimpaired, and he bade
fair to mulct a long-suffering Treasury in the sum of his pension
long after Education itself was a forgotten experiment in the Age
of Transition between Barbarism and Barbarism. He wore a navy-
blue suit, and black boots whose toe-caps pointed upward as a
result of a long and unsuccessful struggle with the nervous toes that
writhed inside them. He had black hair that stood violently upright,
black eyes that glared even over a joke, a black moustache that
bristled with eager energy, and a resonant voice that had shaken,
the rafters of many a classroom. He sat now on a chair at the table,
one elbow resting on its polished surface. He had no use for easy
chairs. They were restful, and he felt no wish to be rested. (Delia's
father, on the other hand, was a small chubby man with a mild
pink face. Taximen stopped for him and accepted words of thanks
as if they had been half-crown tips. Policemen stopped traffic to let
him pass. Children looked trustfully up at him and shyly took his
hand. Animals were devoted to him, and when the mastiff at the
"Elms'* pinned the baker in a corner of the yard, his own master
rang for Mr. Dammering, whom the mastiff seeing, he rolled over
on his back like a kitten and suffered his stomach to be rubbed
with a dirty gardening boot, what time the baker, cursing, stole
away to his van.
When John's greeting fell on the ears of these two gentlemen,
Mr. Dammering said in his soft voice, "Good evening, my dear
boy. Sit down," while Mr. Shroud looked hard at him and bade
him a short good evening, which seemed to promise that he would
deal with him after class. John sat down, took a deep breath for
which he had no immediate use, smiled vaguely at the assembly,
and pretended to relax into the comfort of the armchair. Celia sat
on a low stool near him.
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